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The Mount Everest Controversy
Between Nepal and China
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Mount Everest,! the highest peak in the world, lics about the
point of intersection between longilude 86.6 E. and letitude 27.59 N.
on the Mzaheiangur range of the Himalaya in the Kirat area of eastern
Nepal (district East No.3). The Himalayan range which this peak
crowns, is zbout three miles long. It has on its northern side the
Tibetan srea of “Chang”. On its east is Lhotse (27,820 {t.) and on
its west Nuptse (25,680 it.). The peak is surrounded on all sides
by glaciers: Rongbuk on the north, Kongmung on the east, linjaon
the south znd Khumbu on the west. The Thyangboche monastery
(12,000 it.) marks the highest point of human habitation on the
couth. On the north there is habitation as far high as the Rongbuk
monastery 119,570 it.).

The local name of Mounl Everest is not clear.  The Nepalese
historiann Babu Ram Acharya named it “Sagarmatha” (head of sky) _
in 1938, and in Nepal it is known by that name. In Tobet ils name
is Chomo Lungma (or Jolmo Lungma or Jhyamo Lungima). '

G From 1021 to 1933—for three decades and more—as matly
as eleven expeditions had been organised. Eight of these were for
T fhe express purpose of getting on the peak; and the rest were for the
purpose of finding out the route. The then Rana Government.of

Nepal refused permission to these expeditions. All attempts, there-
fore, excert the attempts made in 1952 and 1953, were undertaken

from the northern side and with the permission and blessings of the

Dalai Lema. Nepal started giving permission oniy after 1949. A

Chinesc expedition led by Shin Chang-Chum claimed {o have succe-

ssfully made an assault from the northern side in 1960.

1. Mount Everest is named after Sir George Fverest, who was Surveyor Genera] of

[ndia and undertook the survey of this region in 1830.
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THE MOUNT EVEREST CONTROVERSY 149

The dispute about the Mount Everest arose in the course of
boundary negotiations between Nepal and China, when’the Nepalese
Prime Minister B.P. Koirala was on a State visit to China in March
1960. The Chinese did not lay any specific claim to it, but their map
showed not merely the Everest, but the entire Mahalangur range
within five miles of the border.? The Chinese case was based on
three grounds. (1) expeditions undertaken frorm: ihe northern side
were with the Tibetan permission. Nepal never objected to
that. (2) Whereas the Tibetan name for Everest was Chomo Lungma,
Nepal had no name or in any case a recent onme. (3) The Thy-
angboche monastery, on the southern side of the watershed, was at
one time under the religious jurisdiction of the Rongbu monastery,
which was in Tibet. Obviously, the Chinese coniention was mixing
up the religious jurisdiction with territorial claims.

On learning the Chinese claim the Nepalese Prime Minister

v.as “faken aback™ and firmly refused to entertzin it.®* The Nepa--

lese side argued, on the basis of geography, literature, scriptures and
tradition. that the Everest belonged to them and theyv also had a
name for it. The two Prime Ministers could not come to any agree-
ment. The matter was raised by Koirzla during his meeting with
the Chinese leader Mao Tse-tung, who unilateraily suggested some
sort of z joint ownership of the mountain. According to a Nepal
correspondent. who had accompanied the Prime Minister on China
visit, the Chinese insisted that expeditions to Mount Everest should
be jointly authorized by them. To this the Nepalese did not agree®.
No agreement having reached. the two sides agreed to discuss it
again during the iforthcoming visit of the Chinese Premier fo Nepal.
The issue was kept out of the purview of the Joint Boundary Co-
mmittee, which had been instituted to delineate and demarcate the
Sino-Nepalese boundary.

On his return to Kathmandv the Nepalese Prime Minister
disclosed the Chinese claim5. The disclosure was deliberate. The

2. Asiun Recorder, 21-27 May 1960 : 3330.
3. Ibid., 30 Npril ; & May 1960 : 3294.

4. The Hindusten Times, 5 April 1960.
Kalpara (Kethmandu), 4 April, 1960.
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150 S UTH ASIAN STUDIES

idea was to whip up the Nepalese public opinion end impress China
wills strengih of popular feeling against any coinpro: nise on the issue.
Infact, Koirala obser-ed in the Nepalese Parliament on 12 April that
the nationalist sentimenis expressed against the Chinese claims stren-

gtllei'iecl his l’.ands.’3

As c:o*_ig be anicipated, Nepalese public opinion was greatly
agilated, and the courniry was filled with intense znti-Chinese senti-
ment. Nepali Congress znd Gorkha Parishad were in the forefront
of the agitation, but even the Communist Parly and other pro-China
groups felt highly ¢ cencerned.  Tanka Prasad Acharya staled that
Mount Everest was z Nepali possession, and heped that the issue
would be settled in & peaceful way.” The Communist Parly was in
a quandry. Everest being an emotionally expiosive national issue
{he party could not g egainst the curreni. Its lezders pleaded for a
peaceful approach and a negoliated settlement. The General Secre-
tary of the party Feshar Jung Raimajhi claimed the Everestasa
Nepali possession.” On enother occasion, Rairaihi wanted that
the Chinese view shouid be heard, and charged the Government,

*with deliberately rawsing the issue on the eve of the visit of the Chiilese
Premier®. Tven ihe c.\‘trefrzls’[ ‘leaders of the Communist Parly.
Tulsi Lal Amatve, .\f"- 1 Mohan Adhikari and Pusiipa lal pleaded for
a peaceful settlement.”” Blarat Shamsher, ihe lezder of the Gorkha
Parishad, pressed ict zi2 auoumment motion in the legislature. The
Nepalese press strengiv spoke against the Chinese claim. The anti-
Chinese senitinent reach ei iis climax on 20 April 1960 when 18 social
organizations led bv = o Nepali Congress organised a demonstration
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{o oppose the Chinete claim and express the nopular concern.'
Even King Mahenare. who was on a State visit to the United States a
this lime, declared &t # press conference at Honolulu that the Everest
. was situated insice Nepal.'?  The Nepalese Prinie Minister shared

6. hothrnr i (\a’.. mancud, 13 April 1960.

7. Samaj (Kethmardo. L Lerit 1660
8. Junufa (Kzthoeng o T oLprid 1660.
9. Samej, i April ie

10, Sve Nepe! Press Di
11, Kalpuna, 20 Apri 1=t
12, Times of [ndia INvw Tooily, 22 April 1960,

2 (Neiamandu). 18-April 1960

‘v g v .,!w."w &x mr 2 L

Sy

S ool S S e L

Declassmed and Approved For Release 2012/08/31 CIA- RDP08CO1297R000200050001 K6>

PP TOSIEPIS AN L E¥:, SRS




MW“W' 2 -l £ CF e R
Declassified and Approved For Release 2012/08/31 : CIA- RDP08C01297ROE)0200050001 6
s b '
1B
I E
Ly
.

THE MOUNT EVEREST CONTRUVERSY 151

Lk ki i it s b ,u,...,..m,h : ;

1so urged the people 1o zccord nim 2

sne pepular feeling and categorically stzted i the Parliament that )} 1
15 long s he was the Prime Minister not zn ‘nch of Nepeless territory I |
) wrotd me surrencered.!®  He assured '.T:m House that ire issue ‘[ _ o
ald during Chou En-lai’s vish T;e Nepa- ‘i ‘ ]
{
|

' ¢ atterot 1o resolve the Mount Everest contreversy was
& Xpnl 1650 during the visit of the Chinese Pre::i**Chou
En—}ai -3 Nepal. Nepalese public opinien deing ewitated, it se med
15 place in jeoparcy the entire relationshin beiween ize two :cz:mries.

fC'
r«r

i

<and <hat Everest belonged to Nepal, showed a clearer v rnderstan-
Ging ¢ ine Chinese point of view. He conceded that the northern

1

x

|
The Nepalese Prime Minister, although had teken a fortnright ‘i
!,‘
|

usnistra- }

side of the mountain belonged to China and that it had «
tive ju f;"mchon up to an altitude of 17 000 f£.15  For him the main A
o questizn of national importance was whether the peak of the highest :
—~ounizin belonged wholly to Nepal or v hether it has te be shared

with zroiher coun LT\

The Chinese, however, had not moved from their ezrlier posi-
tion rezarding the mountain. In his press conference on 28 Apr il
1560, Chou En-la took a clear stand and clarined that:

y e

S el ey e

cel

e have rever laid any territorial cizim to Mount Joimo Lun-
gma (nae in Tibetan ) or Sagar Matha ever since the gues- g.f
don was raised during the talks in Peking. Chezirman Mao
Tse-tung, when he received Primne .\‘,mbte" Koirala, expressed
ine view that we could follow ths Nepales Zelineation which
shows the mountain on the boundary line, t:at is 15 sav, with
:te northern half of the peak belonging io Chinz znd the
southern half of the peak belonging to Nenal. Since Chair-
man Mao Tse-tung's talk with Prime Minister Koirala, our

Governirent has all along maintain e this atriude.

ynoner (Kathmandu). 19 April 1960 and 7he Stufesrin (N. Deind), 26 April

13. Cu

120,
14 T.’:e Hindustan Times, 24 April 1960.
15, J2iE01 May 1570
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On =:v present visit to Nepal, | held tatks with Prime Minister
Koirela to seek a friendly solution. Prime Minister Koirala
told us that historically any one who climbed Mt. Jolmo
Lungma irom the South had to secure a visa from His Majes-
ty's dovernment of Nepal while anyone who climbed the
mouriain from the north had to secure a visa from Chinese
Government.  This is a fact, and we agreed to what he said.
At tfe time, we expressed acceptance of the delineation on
Nepazse maps, namely, to draw Mt. Jolmo LLungimna on the

ST

e
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bouniary line.!®

Whrer. again questioned he preflerred to remain vague by staling
thzt “there was no question of dividing it. We shall continue to
cendict iriencly consultations. The mountains links up our two
ccuntties, end will not separate (the) two....” He did not see any
ceatradictics in accepting the Nepalese maps and continuing
niego: etions which he considered “a alter of diplomatic relations’.
Trus, by resteting the earlier position the Chinese Premier kept the

position amoiguous.

The public posilion of the Nepalese Government had also
becore rather vague, Koirala observed that :

Chinz having accepted the map of Nepal in connection with
Sagz-metha, differences relaling to it have now been consi-
deratiy narrowed down to a point..... . [ shall study the
geogrzphical factors and historical facls and enter into co-
rrespondence with the Chinese Premier. [ hope this question
will ze settled to the mutual satisfaction on the basis of fri-
endszip subsisting between the two couniries.!”

R B T LA S ot RPe s ¥, O

B.t graduzlly it veered round to the view that the peak of Mount
verest had te be shared, without ever publicly stating so. Mao
g orize proposed to name it “Sino-Nepalese Friendship Peak™.

i

id rzt agree. It took the view that the crest belonged to it,
wes largely for the purposes of records and for propular

R IR g e g TR v MRS £ R N Y
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15 A5 Bhasiz, Documents on Nepal's Relaiions with [ndia end Chiza, 1949-95
(N=w Deir’ 1970y, : 270-1.
17 Czitta Rexnjzn Nepali, Vepal-China Seema Sanaiii (Kathmandu) 1965.
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consumption.  When on 25 May, rezo-ts of the Chinese success in

P
climibing the reak from tl

niorthern face reached Kathmandu, a

1€
The Chinese, had presented a juif acco-

iwe and cry arose ‘again.'®
mpli and put the Nepalese Government in a aiiemma. The Chinese
had net done more than what they hzd claimed and there was a well
stablished cusfom of underiaking the expeditions from the nerth
without the Nepalese permission. Wiat pricked the Nepalese most
weas that ihe ieader of the Chinese expeadition referred to Everest as
the highest peak of fatherland. In & hurriedly summoned Press
Cenference on 28 May the Ne
China was not obliged to inio

AT

epalese Prime Minister conceded thal
orm or tzxe permission from Nepal.?®
There was thus no occasion for lodzing a protest. He, however,
reiterated Nepzl's stand that Everest belonged 1o Nepal alone, which
weas again for popular consumption. i was ciear that he had pra-
ctially reconciled himself 1o the idea of sharing Everest. Only he
hesitated to acknowledge this position openly.  Helpfully the Chinese
also informed Nepal that Everest had not been described as the
highest peak of the Chinese fatherland.=>

It was, finally, decided not 1o refer the Everest issue to the
Joint Boundarv Committee, as the Chinese wanted, but to settle it
by correspondence between the two Prime Minister after the Commi-
tice had finalised the delineation of the entire boundarv. It also
meant that z solution of the Everest dispute wasto be sought politi-

cally at the highest level.

Final attempt to find a solution of the dispule was made,
during the State visit of King Mahendra to China in October 1961.
By this time political conditions in Nepel had significantly changed.
Having dismissed the Nepali Conures Goverrrment, the King had
taken over ithe reigns of the government. Nepal's relations with
India were seriously strained and ibe Sino-Indian relations also
dritted froni bad to worse.

King Mahendra, who had made nationalism the kingpin of

his \ulfue\ could not publicly take 2 compromising stand onthe

b Su ‘u(alz«ra Qumchar (Kathmandu), 28 May 1860,
19. Commoner, 28 May and 2, 3 and 7 June 1920

20. The Stutesrran (New Delhi), 3 July 1950.
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issue of Mouni Everest. [ndeed he and his Ministers had asserted
time and again that Everest belonged to Nepal.?! They had even
declared themselves to be zzainst the idea of joint ownership.?? The
King realized, however, <-at if the Chinese adopted a firm attitude,
it would be difficuit to meze them concede to Nepal the entire owner-
ship of the peak. FHe weas, therefore, anxious to see if anything,
could be achieved during zis visit.  The time seemed to be propitious
with the Chinese so accormmodaling towards Nepal because of strains

in Sino-Indian relations.

There were long and indecisive negotiations from 1 to 5 Octo-
ber. The King and Preziier Chou i +i-lai took up the matter several
times. According toa Nepelese version:

The final round ¢ talks belween the two Committee leaders,

which began on the evening of 4 October, coniinued without

break up to 6 O'tiock next morning..They wrestled with the
problem with a view to reaching friendly settlement. Lven
the King and the Premicr sat up almost the whotle night in
their eagerness e hear the decision arrived at between their

represeniatives.”

I is diffcult, on the basis of the available information to
surmise what exactly passed between the leaders of the two countries
on the Everest issue. The Sino-Nepalese Boundary Treaty of 196!
stipulated that the boundary line “runs generally southeastward
along the mountain ridge, passing through Chou Oyn mountain,
Pumoti mountain (Grire Langur) Mount Jolmo Lungma (Sagar-
Matha) and Lhotse 1o \lakalu mountain....” This implies that
since the boundry runs ihrough Everest, the peak stands divided.
The general impressier in Kalhmandu is that the peak is under the
of 1he -0 countries, with the side visible from south

joint ownershiz
belonging to Nepal anc he one visible from the north belonging to

21. Hinﬁu (Madrzs), 30 Auguet 196% and The Hindustan Tines 30 July, 196 1 and

e 1961,

22.
29 Septem?>

23, Nepali, op. cit.
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';'on to international

On ine question of graniing perict

Sis imunlies that both
diction.  This

he Sino-Nepales

zineering expeditions. nothing i\ ciear, Ta

: such permission eact withis

corciusion is not merely textucis 1
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er~ made public subsequently elss coniimsials jrosition.?

\\'hile the Chinese press has maintained a discreet silence on
the interpreiziion of th posizion of Mount Everest, the Nepalese
lezlers haw continued to claim the eck and have often made vague
obzervations.  According to the Nepalese versicn of the working of
Joint Boundary Commiitees: "By this Treay >zzarmatha was placed
n the Nepalese territorv as clearly and unequivocally as the

armatha area on the basis of the iraditional, customary border-
lir.e” 25 The King also, on his return from China, chose to remain

He obzerved:

........ all the Nepalese wili experience a sense of glory
when [ Slale that 522\4&1??{:?}11’]8, on which the eyes of the
world seem to be focused, continues o be asil las been

(emphasis added) our and within our territory.®

o

Tz Nepalese Foreign Minister, Tuisi Giri. repeated that the peak
0i

i Everest lav inside Nepal. He 250 added that China would in-

fO.‘.'?‘ \epm of «ll expeditions from the north.?* Some news papers
also agreed that the peak beionged to Nepal.”

All these public declerations were, perhaps, necessary lo satisly
he public sentiment; and the Chme:e i terestingly did not contradict

thes. It would dppear that both King Mahendra and the Chinese

ih important people by the

uld be decided inregard

‘ : g of the Boundary Treaty.
Tiz Chinese wanted to sign th2 treats muu aiivihing about it,
while the King insisted that ne would ol sign the Troaly wi ithout settling the
Everest issue finally.  Tie night fong s=s=on on 4 Corober ultimately resulted
i1a seciel e£xchauge of (l 12 wsarce of 1:is information wants to
Temain anonyimous).

93. Tre Times (Lundon), 10 Octover 1001,

2¢. Nepali, op. dir.

97. Proclamations, Speeches, and Messages |~ hmandy, 15067) Vol 21 56.

25. The Hinduszen Times, 25 October 1961,

Tockhapatre (Rathmandu), 10 October, 1621

=D \ccom ng oo
: ir‘J the visit t1l ihe eve
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156 SOUTH ASIAN STUDIES

equally needed to come to terms on this problem. The King could
not nave ciiirbed down on this issue of Everest without damage to
his image. Nor could be have done without a Boundary Treaty.
The Chinese wanted Boundary agreement with Nepal in view of
their dispuie with India, but they did not want to give up the peak
entirely. Thus a comipromise was inevitable. What the Boundary
Treaty states is not very clear. It seems that the peak has been,
divided with Nepal reeping the southern face and calling it Sagar-
matha and China keeping the northern side and calling it Jolmo-
Lungma.
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